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Historically and developmentally, masculinity has been defined as the flight from women, the repudiation of femininity.
-Michael Kimmel, "Masculinity as Homophobia" (185) There are monsters like the Anthropophagi, and then there are the monsters of a more banal bent.
- Rick Yancey, The Monstrumologist (173) On one level, it is possible to read Rick Yancey's The Monstrumologist (2009), a work of young adult gothic fiction, as representing the psychological process wherein the adolescent, having undergone disturbances to his or her identity, once again experiences a desire to fuse with the Other. In young adult literature, the latter is stereotypically presented using the trope of the dead mother (Coats 144) . In this regard, the novel is not groundbreaking. What makes The Monstrumologist worthy of critical attention is its use of the gothic form to depict this process; in using monsters to examine deviant subjectivities, the novel perpetuates the myth of what Barbara Creed refers to as the monstrousfeminine, making an already misogynistic book become even more so. I suggest that in a post-9/11 world, the novel's misogynistic undertones may constitute a response to what some scholars in the field of gender and identity have characterized as a contemporary "crisis in masculinity." In "Making Boys Appear: The Masculinity of Children's Fiction," Perry Nodelman argues that increasingly, books for adolescents present boys as learning to "[see] through the conventional constructions of masculinity, learning to be more sensitive or more loving or more openly imaginative or literate, or less caught up in the pleasures of aggressive bullying" (11). Responding to this assertion, Soofia Khan and Patricia Wacholz argue that few of these novels Sean Connors is an associate professor of English education in the College of Education and Health Professions at the University of Arkansas. His research focuses on the application of diverse critical perspectives to young adult literature.
"challenge the conventional constructions of masculinity" (66). Instead, Khan and Wacholz identify a tradition in young adult fiction that depicts adolescent males learning to navigate conventions associated with hegemonic masculinity. They suggest, for example, that in many young adult novels, "the portrayal of a boy coming of age, or at least maturing into a young adult, is signified by his acquisition of the gender constructions of a man-hard, competitive, and able to use his strength to attain respect and power" (67). To take form, however, these constructions depend on the presence of an Other.
In making their argument, Khan and Wacholz rely heavily on the work of the sociologist Michael Kimmel, who, in "Masculinity as Homophobia: Fear, Shame, and Silence in the Construction of Gender Identity," associates hegemonic masculinity with characteristics such as "being strong, successful, capable, reliable, in control" (184). In doing so, Kimmel demonstrates how this definition of hegemonic masculinity is contingent on an assumption that "being a man means 'not being like women'" (185). Specifically, he argues that "We come to know what it means to be a man in our culture by setting our definitions in opposition to a set of 'others'-racial minorities, sexual minorities, and, above all, women" (182). Cognizant that they exist under the gaze of other males, Kimmel argues that boys and men learn to perform hegemonic masculinity in part by attending to the boundary between masculine and feminine, and by silencing, or abjecting, qualities in their characters that are conventionally associated with the latter. Citing Freud's work, Kimmel argues that this process begins when boys separate from the mother, repudiating her feminine characteristics.
The assumption that performing hegemonic masculinity involves a male's abjecting conventionally feminine qualities, and the assertion that this process begins when a male child separates from the mother, are central to Creed's notion of the monstrous-feminine as well. In The Monstrous-Feminine: Film, Feminism, Psychoanalysis, she examines the intersection between the theory of abjection presented in Julia Kristeva's Powers of Horror and the genre of horror films, demonstrating how the latter perpetuates what she calls the "myth of the monstrous-feminine." According to Creed, when a female monster appears in horror films, she is frequently "defined in terms of her sexuality. The phrase 'monstrous-feminine' emphasizes the importance of gender in the construction of her monstrosity" (3). Moreover, Creed observes that "when woman is represented as monstrous, it is almost always in relation to her mothering and reproductive functions" (7), with the result that images of blood, wombs, and black holes are commonplace in horror texts. Male bodies, in contrast, are depicted as abhorrent (or monstrous) when they "take on characteristics associated with female bodies" (19). In horror texts, male bodies are frequently penetrated, coated in blood, and/or consumed by alien life forms that grow within them and burst forth, leaving cavernous holes in the resulting corpse. Accounting for the perpetuation of the monstrous-feminine trope, Creed argues that in a patriarchal society, "The presence of the monstrous-feminine in the popular horror film speaks to us more about male fears than about female desire or feminine subjectivity" (7). This is true of gothic horror literature as well. By constructing hegemonic masculinity opposite the monstrous-feminine, texts such as The Monstrumologist tie boys' learning to behave as men to their abjection of characteristics that are conventionally associated with the feminine. Tony Magistrale observes that "The abjection associated with and created by the feminine monster is . . . closely aligned with the rebellious mother" (7); in order to accomplish the process of abjection, many of these texts turn the rebellious mother into the dead mother.
Set in New England in the late nineteenth century, The Monstrumologist employs a host of gothic conventions to tell a horror story that is as disturbing as it is entertaining. The novel is presented as a set of hidden journals recovered by a nursing home director following the death of a mysterious resident named William James Henry, then shared with the implied author/editor Yancey. The story is narrated by the voice of the adult Henry, who, in remembering his past, recounts a series of horrors he experienced as a child. The historical allusions evident in the character's name-which simultaneously acknowledges William James, the father of modern psychology, and his brother Henry James, a well-known writer whose novels plumbed the psychological depths of his characters-invite readers to approach Yancey's work of gothic fiction through the lens of psychological criticism.
Orphaned after a fire has destroyed his family's home, twelve-year-old Will Henry is taken in as assistant to Dr. Pellinore Warthrop, a role that the boy's father performed before him, and that indirectly resulted in his death. Haunted by memories of his dead parents, Will Henry finds little comfort in Warthrop, a cold and aloof figure who, having followed in his own father's footsteps, is consumed by his passion for aberrant biology, or the study of monsters. Although he is a member of the upper class, Warthrop's profession as a monstrumologist necessitates his existing on the margins of society in his ancestral home. There, deep in his basement, he dissects and catalogs a host of things that go bump in the night.
Will Henry's narrative begins when a grave robber arrives late one evening, bearing the body of a monster that had died in the act of consuming the newly buried corpse of a teenage girl. Warthrop correctly identifies the creature as an adult male Anthropophagus-a headless cannibal native to West Africa whose tooth-filled maw is located between its chest and its groin. The gruesome discovery sets in motion a series of nightmarish events that lead Warthrop and Will Henry to embark on a bloody quest to discover how a pod of Anthropophagi arrived in New England, and to eradicate the monsters before they claim any additional victims. In the process, in keeping with gothic conventions, they confront a series of disturbing truths about their respective pasts, notably their childhood relationships with their parents.
It is possible to read The Monstrumologist as a coming of age story that depicts the process wherein an adolescent develops as a subject: struggling to accept the loss of his parents, Will Henry persists in wearing a felt hat that his father gave him, even though the passage of time has rendered it "a size too small for [his] twelve-year-old head" (Yancey 4) . The elderly grave robber playfully steals Will Henry's hat and replaces it with his own too-large one, admonishing the boy that "It's much too small for a strapping young man such as yourself. A fully grown man should have a man's full-grown hat" (55). For the remainder of the novel, Will Henry's hat serves as a symbol of his struggle to separate from his parents and take his place as a man. In depicting a boy's coming of age, The Monstrumologist is hardly unique in the realm of young adult fiction. In using the myth of the monstrous-feminine to explore the process wherein boys learn to perform hegemonic masculinity, however, the novel not only perpetuates patriarchal ideologies, but also threatens to normalize misogyny-a sign of, or perhaps a solution to, the crisis in masculinity with which the narrative is centrally concerned.
Men dominate the story world that Yancey constructs in The Monstrumologist. They are scientists and hunters, doctors and ship captains, men of action and bold adventurers. On the few occasions when women and girls appear in the story, they are presented in less than flattering terms and relegated to stereotypical roles: the virgin, the whore, the crone, the bullying wife. As Lily Potter does in J. K. Rowling's Harry Potter series, Will Henry's mother exercises a strong influence over him from beyond the grave. She had also worked for Dr. Warthrop, though her relationship with the monstrumologist was decidedly more conflicted than her husband's. Indeed, the adult Will Henry narrating the story attributes the marital discord that his parents experienced toward the end of their lives to the fealty that his father showed Warthrop. "That Father loved us," the narrator explains, "I have never had any doubt; he had simply loved the doctor more. This was the root of my mother's hatred for Dr. Warthrop. She was jealous" (32). In her jealousy, Will Henry's mother threatens to consume not only her husband but also her son, thus making it imperative that he abject her.
Asked in an interview whether horror appeals more to male readers than to female ones, Yancey replied, "I don't think the horror genre is a guy thing. Fear is a human thing. It's practically the first emotion we have. It's merciful, in a sense, that we cannot remember the utter horror of being ejected from our mothers' wombs into a cold, brutally bright world so alien to anything we've experienced" (Seggel par. 10) . The emphasis that Yancey places on the abject when he describes a child's "being ejected" into a "cold," "brutal," and "alien" world is noteworthy. Likewise, while he is careful to note that horror literature is not "a guy thing," the connection that he draws between the female body-in this case, the mother's womb-and the feeling of "utter horror" that he assumes the infant experiences upon being ejected into the world positions the feminine as monstrous. From an identity standpoint, abjection also calls to mind the tension that scholars such as Creed, Kristeva, and Freud have associated with the individual's balancing an unconscious desire to return to the womb with his or her knowledge that doing so would result in psychic obliteration. In these ways, Yancey's remarks are potentially helpful in explaining the host of images in The Monstrumologist that elicit feelings of horror and revulsion in readers by repeatedly transgressing the boundaries between male/female, masculine/ feminine, and self/other.
Describing the gruesome tableau at the beginning of his narrative, Will Henry foregrounds the male monster's maternal aspects, noting that it lay "wrapped . . . about [the girl's] diminutive frame as a mother nestles with her child" (14). He also observes that the creature's cavernous maw occupies a place just above its groin, calling to mind the image of a monstrous, toothfilled vagina. Discoursing on the reproductive habits of adult Anthropophagi, Warthrop describes still another transgression of the male/female boundary, noting that in the absence of a womb, the female Anthropophagus "can breed, but she cannot bear." Instead, she expels a fertilized egg "into her mate's mouth, where it rests in a pouch located along his lower jaw." Effectively impregnated, the male monster must then locate a host for the egg "before the fetus bursts from its protective sac and he swallows it or chokes upon it" (20-21). In each of these instances, the sense of horror that the monster inspires is attributable to its having taken on characteristics associated with the female body.
Equally horrific are Yancey's descriptions of human males whose bodies are rendered deviant as a result of their having taken on female characteristics. Time and time again, male bodies are penetrated, covered in blood, torn asunder, and otherwise defiled. For example, Warthrop and Will Henry visit Hezekiah Varner, a former ship captain imprisoned in an asylum, to learn about the role he played in bringing a pod of Anthropophagi from West Africa to the United States. They are horrified to discover that maggots have infested his pus-filled bedsores. Like some sort of abhorrent fetus, the monstrous creatures gradually devour Varner from the inside out (173). Similarly, a parasite infected Will Henry's father when he accompanied Warthrop on one of the doctor's many adventures; on the eve of his death, the creature's progeny erupted from the various orifices of his body: "They cascaded from his weeping eyes; they gushed from his nose; they streamed from his ears; they flooded from his open mouth" (340-41). Later, Will Henry discovers that he has inherited his father's monstrous legacy: he is carrying the same parasite. Rather than killing him, however, the monster condemns him to live a preternaturally long life. A challenge for Will Henry is thus to attend to the boundary between male/female, masculine/feminine, a process that (as noted above) begins with his abjecting his mother, and with her, the conventionally feminine qualities that she represents. The novel represents this psychic process by pitting the boy against a fearsome female Anthropophagus, a less than subtle symbol of the monstrous-feminine.
Various scholars have examined the psychological dimensions of gothic fiction. Valdine Clemens, for example, argues that "The dark tunnels and underground passages of Gothic edifices represent descent into the unconscious, away from the socially constructed self and toward the uncivilized, the primitive" (7). For her, the ancestral home (or castle), a chronotope in gothic fiction, is synonymous with "the maternal or the sexual body" (7). It is perhaps not a coincidence, then, that Will Henry's confrontation with the female Anthropophagus-and, by extension, with the monstrous-feminine-takes place in a series of labyrinthine tunnels that the creatures have carved out beneath the Warthrop family mausoleum, which is itself described as "a brooding Gothic castle-in-miniature" (Yancey 48) .
The language that Yancey uses to describe Will Henry's descent into the female Anthropophagus's lair is laden with references to the female body. On their quest to find and slay the monster and her progeny, Will Henry and the adult men whom he accompanies must first pass through a small trapdoor in the floor of the mausoleum. Upon being opened, the tunnel beneath emits a "nauseating wave of putridity" (356). In language that is even more suggestive of the female reproductive system, they drop through a "smooth, cylindrical wall, like the upended bore of an enormous cannon" (356) and emerge into a cavernous space littered with the bones of the monsters' human victims. Later, when Will Henry descends still deeper into the Anthropophagus's lair, he describes the tunnel through which he passes as "tortuously serpentine" (382) and "spongy, saturated with moisture" (383), and he is horrified to discover that the ground beneath his feet is drenched in a mixture of blood and water. Here, he has entered what Creed calls the womb of "the parthenogenetic mother, the mother as primordial abyss, the point of origin and of end" (17). The space is not merely synonymous with death, however, but is also a place of life inhabited by a series of ever-smaller monsters, the offspring of the adult Anthropophagi. It is thus possible to read the cave as a space that transgresses the boundary between life and death, symbolizing the longing and terror that Will Henry experiences at the prospect of returning to the womb. Consistent with Alice Mills's characterization of the abject as alternately "horrifying and alluring" and "dangerous and compelling" (4), Will Henry, haunted by the memory of his dead mother, risks psychic obliteration upon entering the cave and confronting the figure of the devouring mother.
Creed notes that the monstrous-feminine takes several forms, including that of the devouring mother, a figure that she argues is commonly depicted using the image of the vagina dentata, or "toothed vagina" (117). According to Creed, the myth of the vagina dentata is traditionally explained in two ways. On the one hand, it is interpreted as representing "the oral sadistic mother" who children fear will feed on them, much as the evil witch threatens to consume Hansel and Gretel. On the other hand, the vagina dentata symbolizes the maternal figure that threatens to "engulf the infant, thus posing a threat of psychic obliteration" (121). In The Monstrumologist, the female monster that Will Henry confronts performs a hybrid role insofar as it serves both of these functions.
It is not a stretch to read in Yancey's description of the Anthropophagi an approximation of the vagina dentata. The adult Will Henry describes the creatures' maw as follows: "The orifice was shaped like a shark's, and the teeth were equally sharklike: triangular, serrated, and milky white, arranged in rows that marched toward the front of the mouth from the inner, unseen cavity of its throat" (18). The image of the devouring mother is invoked later in the book, after Will Henry becomes separated from Warthrop and the other men in the underground catacombs. The first monster that he encounters is an adolescent male of approximately his own height. Its forearm has been amputated, presumably in the act of cleaning the mouth of an adult. As it snuffles in its sleep, the creature reminds Will Henry of "a snoring infant" (370), suggesting the threat of castration and infantilization that the maternal figure poses to the adolescent male.
Yancey repeatedly emphasizes the female Anthropophagus's status as a horrifying maternal figure. She is "the Eve of her clan, and its unrivaled ruler, the most cunning and vicious killer in a tribe of cunning and vicious killers. . . . She is their heart, their daemon, their guiding spirit. She is the matriarch" (343). The association of the monstrous with the maternal is evident elsewhere in the novel. Like Will Henry, the female Anthropophagus's final victim is a teenage orphan: Malachi Stinnet, who lost his family when the monsters invaded his home in the middle of the night and tore them limb from limb. Malachi's mother perished cradling her infant daughter in her arms. Surveying the bloody scene the following morning and ruminating on the cause of the child's death, Warthrop raises the possibility that she was "smothered by her mother's breast," leading him to reflect, "How strong is the maternal instinct, Will Henry! Though they tore her shoulders from the sockets and broke the very bones that held it, she did not surrender her child. She held firm. Though they broke her arms and tore off her head, still she held firm. Held firm! Even when she became a cruel imitation of the things that devoured her brood, she held firm" (230-31). It is surely not a coincidence that upon confronting the all-devouring female Anthropophagus, Will Henry recalls Warthrop's words, this time as a question: "How strong is the maternal instinct, Will Henry?" (400; emphasis in original). That it is imperative for him to abject the maternal figure in order to reach mature masculinity is underscored by Malachi Stinnet's inability to do the same.
Fred Botting identifies doubles, or mirrors, as a standard convention of gothic fiction. In The Monstrumologist, Malachi serves as a double for Will Henry: both boys are prematurely separated from their parents, both experience pangs of guilt for having fled the scene of their families' demise, and both are consumed by a longing to reunite with their dead mothers. Malachi surrenders himself to the abyss when he detonates a grenade to destroy both himself and (unsuccessfully) the female Anthropophagus. Will Henry, however, successfully abjects his psychological longing to fuse with his mother. Confronted by the snarling female Anthropophagus at the story's climax, he murders her. To accomplish this, he "turn[s] her mother's love against her" (Yancey 401); only moments before, he had killed a juvenile Anthropophagus. Desperate for time, and with only a single bullet left in the gun that Warthrop has loaned him, he presses its barrel against the dead monster's head. Startled, and unaware that the juvenile is already dead, its mother pauses for a moment and then lunges at Will Henry. He recounts the scene years later: "And when the beast was close enough that I could see my own reflection in its black, soulless orb, when all the world was her rotten stench and her snapping teeth and her slick, glistening, pallid skin, when I reached that instant wherein a hairsbreadth separates life from death, I smashed the muzzle against her groin and pulled the trigger" (402). In slaying the creature, Will Henry symbolically repudiates the feminine characteristics that she-and his dead mother-represent, suggesting that he has learned the conventions of hegemonic masculinity and has come of age.
A final exchange between Warthrop and Will Henry at the conclusion of the novel substantiates this reading. One morning, not long after the Anthropophagi affair, Will Henry wakes up to discover that his small hat, a reminder of his parents, has been removed from its customary peg on the wall and left draped over his bedpost. In its place hangs "a brand new hat, noticeably larger than the tattered, mud-stained cousin now in my quivering hand. . . . embroidered on the inner lining, in golden thread, my initials: W. J. H." (424-25) . Bringing both hats with him, he ventures downstairs, where he finds Dr. Warthrop in the library burning a collection of items that belonged to his own late father, including an unopened (and hence unread) packet of letters that Warthrop had written to him as a child. Forced to decide which of the hats he will keep-one a link to his childhood and hence to his parents; the other, personalized with his initials, a symbol of his burgeoning manhood-Will Henry pauses. Watching as Warthrop destroys the remnants of his own childhood relationship with his father, it occurs to the boy that "A fire destroys, but it also purifies" (426; emphasis in original). With this realization, he tosses his small hat onto the fire, a decision that earns him a slight nod of approval from his mentor.
In depicting a young boy learning to perform hegemonic masculinity, The Monstrumologist is hardly unique. The approach that the novel employs, however, warrants critical attention, for by constructing hegemonic masculinity opposite the monstrous-feminine, the novel demonizes women and girls. Writes Creed, "Woman is not, by her very nature, an abject being. Her representation in popular discourses as monstrous is a function of the ideological project of the horror film-a project designed to perpetuate the belief that woman's monstrous nature is inextricably bound up with her difference as man's sexual other" (83). By associating the feminine with the monstrous and depicting a type of masculinity that occasionally devolves into sadism and sexual perversion, The Monstrumologist also threatens to normalize misogyny, as it treats violence against women as a form of entertainment.
As explained, the presence of the Anthropophagi in the novel first becomes known when a grave robber exhumes the body of a male monster that died consuming the corpse of a teenage girl. The language that Will Henry uses to describe the gruesome tableau upon encountering it for the first time in Warthrop's basement is laden with sexual overtones. He notes, for example, that his view of the girl's body was partially obstructed "by the naked form wrapped around her, one massive leg thrown over her torso, an arm draped across her chest." Furthermore, he observes that her "white burial gown was stained with the distinctive ochre of dried blood" (14), signifying, perhaps, a metaphorical rape. This and other acts of violence against women are symptomatic of sadism and psychopathy, raising the following question: What sort of masculinity is the novel condoning?
Viewed opposite the adult males, Will Henry appears to embody characteristics that are conventionally feminine. He exhibits emotion, retreating to his room and crying when an emotionally distant Warthrop wounds him with his words. He is compassionate and caring, as evidenced by his empathizing with others and taking pity on them. Whereas Warthrop is seemingly able to shrug off the deaths of innocents at the hands of the Anthropophagi, Will Henry is haunted by their memory. In his role as assistant to Warthrop, he also performs traditionally feminine chores. He prepares the doctor's meals and cleans his home. He shops for groceries and attends to the monstrumologist's guests. When Warthrop, driven to the point of exhaustion by overwork yet unable to sleep, calls out for Will Henry in the middle of the night, the boy brings him tea and scones and sits by his bedside to comfort him, much as a mother might.
Will Henry is a sympathetic figure in part because he is kind, compassionate, and concerned about others. Likewise, his attunement to their feelings and his willingness to acknowledge his own fears benefit him on several occasions, as opposed to the adult Warthrop, whose privileging of reason blinds him to danger and results in his making rash decisions that put him and others at risk. If the characteristics that Will Henry exhibits are not conventionally feminine, they are at the very least human. In spite of their emotional and practical advantages, however, he experiences pressure to abject these same qualities when he comes of age. Warthrop routinely lectures him about the importance of mastering his emotions, and though as a child he attends to the doctor and maintains his home, the novel implies that as an adult Will Henry will one day inherit the mantle of monstrumologist, a position that is presumably more dignified and befitting a man. Yet if the hegemonic masculinity that Warthrop performs appears palatable, it is only because it is contrasted with a masculinity that descends into sadism and misogyny.
Throughout The Monstrumologist, the world of men is depicted as broken and corrupt, a reading exemplified in the character of Jack Kearns, a sociopathic Englishman to whom Warthrop turns for help in eradicating the Anthropophagi. Influenced by Nietzschean philosophy, Kearns is both a sadist and a ruthless killer (at one point the novel implies that he is Jack the Ripper). He is motivated by neither a commitment to high ideals nor a sense of obligation to others. Instead, he is driven to satisfy his own base desires. This bleak view of humanity is echoed in Kearns's worldview. Likened to a monster by a local constable, Kearns replies:
We are very much like them: indiscriminate killers, ruled by drives little acknowledged and less understood, mindlessly territorial and murderously jealous-the only significant difference being that they have yet to master our expertise in hypocrisy, the gift of our superior intellect that enables us to slaughter one another in droves, more often than not under the auspices of an approving god! (306) Kearns's propensity for brutality is on full display when he wakes up a prostitute whom he has drugged and secreted in a coffin-like box and stakes her out as bait to lure the Anthropophagi to the cemetery where he, Warthrop, and the men who accompany them plan to ambush the monsters. Having placed a collar around the woman's neck and tethered her with a chain and a rope, Kearns uses a razor-sharp blade to slice open her abdomen, knowing full well that the smell of blood will draw the monsters out. Reducing her to the status of animal, the narrative describes her as "squealing like a pig in a slaughterhouse," her "once spotless gown caked in a mixture of earth and blood" (318). Kearns later demonstrates a similar willingness to sacrifice Will Henry, whom he pushes from a ledge into a pit where he assumes the surviving Anthropophagi are lurking.
Behaviors such as these establish Kearns as a decidedly negative model of masculinity, setting up a false dichotomy of "good man" versus "bad man." Viewed opposite Kearns, Warthrop and other males in the novel cannot help appearing to perform a kinder, gentler version of masculinity. Horrified by Kearns's treatment of the prostitute, Warthrop rushes to her side and attends to her. And compared to Kearns, who is willing to sacrifice Will Henry for his own selfish ends, Warthrop appears to care about the boy. Nevertheless, the hegemonic masculinity that Warthrop performs, and that Will Henry learns to perform, is self-destructive. Warthrop is insufferably arrogant, routinely injuring others with his harsh condemnations of them. He is emotionally unavailable, as evidenced by his inability to establish and maintain relationships with others, and though he expresses his appreciation for Will Henry's services, he is unable to articulate his feelings of love for the boy. Kearns's abuse of the prostitute disgusts Warthrop, yet he allows Kearns to persist in using her as bait, reasoning that the end justifies the means. In many instances, his treatment of Will Henry is characterized by extreme neglect. In a playful interview that Yancey gave in the role of Warthrop, the interviewer, Thea James, noted as much: "You've been criticized for your treatment of your ward, Will Henry. Some have even gone so far as to accuse you of neglect and cruelty that borders on child abuse" (par. 4). Though he is a child, Warthrop leaves Will Henry to run his house and fend for himself. The doctor berates the boy but puts his life at risk by bringing him along on dangerous adventures, deeming Will Henry's services to be "indispensable" (46). In these and other ways, though the novel positions readers to care for Warthrop, the narrative simultaneously shows that the brand of masculinity that he performs is unavoidably monstrous. Malachi notes as much when he suggests that the doctor "is what he hunts" (Yancey 262) . Few of the other male characters in the novel are portrayed positively. The Monstrous-Feminine and Hegemonic Masculinity in The Monstrumologist
Corrupted by greed, prone to contradiction, motivated to protect their own interests, they, too, behave monstrously.
The Monstrumologist thus raises a number of questions about the trajectory that Will Henry follows in his development as a masculine subject. For example, is his coming of age to be admired or lamented? The novel implies the former, yet the boy has access to few, if any, healthy adult role models in his life. Does the character grow in productive ways as a result of his relationship with Warthrop, or is he diminished by it? In Will Henry's own words, Warthrop is both the man "who saved me . . . and the one who cursed me" (3). He reflects, "How oft do they rescue or ruin us, through whimsy or design or a combination of both, the adults to whom we entrust our care!" (231). Haunted by the memory of their fathers, Will Henry and Warthrop are both said to carry a "burden," one that all sons must bear (423). Perhaps that burden is the pressure to perform the hegemonic masculinity that fathers pass on to their sons.
Commenting on the popularity of gothic fiction for adolescents, Anna Jackson, Karen Coats, and Roderick McGillis note that "fear or the pretense of fear has become a dominant mode of enjoyment in literature for young people" (1). And indeed, in the early decades of the twenty-first century there is no shortage of young adult novels depicting vampires, zombies, werewolves, ghosts, and other creatures intended to evoke chills in readers. It is worth asking, then, why these texts are so popular with contemporary adolescents. What purposes do they serve in the lives of individual readers, and what functions might they perform at a cultural level?
Joni Richards Bodart argues that teenage readers are drawn to texts about monsters in part because teenagers themselves occupy a liminal space, the boundary between childhood and adulthood, part of them in each world, creating a duality that they share with the monsters, those who are alive, yet dead; those who are animal, yet human; those who can move from the world of fantasy to the world of reality. Meeting these monsters and recognizing their similar situation allows adolescents to identify with them, and perhaps learn how to be comfortable on the borderlines until they are ready to step forward into the adult world. (xxvii) Similarly, Annette Wannamaker observes that the abject is a prominent feature in texts that are popular with adolescent boys in particular, and she argues that these books "repeatedly perform the necessary rituals of subject formation in overtly grotesque ways." As an example, she identifies the tale of the "monster [that] threatens to engulf bodies" (29). But beyond facilitating adolescent readers' development as subjects, texts that depict monsters also speak to a society's fears. Bodart, for example, notes that books and movies about monsters have historically proven popular during periods of social and cultural unrest (xxi). Relatedly, Magistrale contends that "The art of terror, whether literary or celluloid, has always addressed our most pressing fears as a society" (xiii). It is perhaps not surprising, then, that The Monstrumologist arrived at the end of a decade plagued by terrorist attacks, multiple school shootings, the collapse of the world economy, and two concurrent wars. In a post-9/11 world, the novel's concern with depicting the process wherein boys learn to perform hegemonic masculinity may represent a dark response to what some scholars in the field of gender and identity have characterized as a perceived "crisis in masculinity" (see, for example, Kimmel's Angry White Men).
In using the term "crisis in masculinity," I am referring to what Stephen Frosh, Ann Phoenix, and Rob Pattman describe as "uncertainties over social role and identity, sexuality, work and personal relationships" brought on by "the collapse of traditional men's work, the growth of a technological culture which cannot be 'passed on' in any recognisable way between the generations, the rise of feminist consciousness amongst women, and, more abstractly, challenges to the dominance of the forms of rationality with which masculinity has been identified, at least in the West" (1). According to Frosh and his colleagues, this crisis poses a particular challenge for boys, as they are left to construct their identity in an environment characterized by "few clear models" and "in which the surrounding images of masculinity are complex and confused" (1), much as I have argued is the case in The Monstrumologist.
It is worth noting, however, that the supposed contemporary crisis in masculinity is not seen as a response solely to incremental changes that have been long in the making. Jeffrey Brown locates the origins of the crisis in the events of September 11, 2001 , arguing that the terrorist attacks and the subsequent wars that they inspired fueled concerns about the nation's ability to protect itself. According to Brown, these concerns were articulated "in public discourse in gendered terms as a crisis of masculinity" (130), and he suggests that the entertainment complex responded by "reinvent[ing] heroic male characters, often by harkening back to earlier icons" (130). In this light, it is possible to read The Monstrumologist as responding to concerns over the demise of traditional masculinity by offering a thinly veiled (and heavily racialized) metaphor for the remasculinization of American men and boys.
In The Monstrumologist, a foreign Other poses a threat to a small community in New England, the birthplace of American democracy. The protagonists first become aware of this threat when the body of a male monster is found draped over the corpse of a teenage girl, a sexualized image that is suggestive of rape. Later, the monsters tear the members of a pastor's family limb from limb, symbolizing, perhaps, a threat to both Christianity and the nuclear family. Responding to this threat against women and children, a renowned monster hunter, cast in the mold of the brooding detective, embarks on a mission with his youthful apprentice to find and eradicate the enemy. Such an undertaking necessitates their demonstrating courage, a willingness to sacrifice themselves, and physical and moral fortitude-in short, qualities much like those that Kimmel and others associate with hegemonic masculinity. At the novel's conclusion, the boy saves the day by slaying the fiercest and most loathsome monster (a female, no less), and he is subsequently acknowledged to have taken his place as a man. In this reading, the masculinization of the novel's male characters occurs at the expense of women and girls, whose femininity is depicted as monstrous.
Young adult gothic texts that perpetuate the myth of the monstrous-feminine are not injurious only to women and girls, however. In sanctioning hegemonic masculinity, these texts adversely affect boys as well. By establishing such a masculinity as the norm, they marginalize boys who perform masculinity in other ways and who consequently are teased and bullied. Such texts may teach boys to devalue women and girls, risking the normalization of misogyny by treating as a form of entertainment the acts of violence that are perpetrated against them. In "Masculinity as Homophobia," Kimmel connects the pressure that men and boys feel to perform hegemonic masculinity to their taking unnecessary risks, suffering from stress-related anxiety, and committing suicide at a rate that is disproportionate to that for women (191) . For these and other reasons, the continued triumph of hegemonic masculinity in horror texts for adolescents that perpetuate the myth of the monstrous-feminine may well constitute their most frightening aspect.
